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Interparent Agreement on the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire: A Chinese Study
David Mellor and Jessica Wong
School of Psychology, Deakin University
Xiaoyan Xu
Department of Psychology, Sichuan Normal University
This article reports on the first study to investigate interparent agreement when the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is used to assess school-aged children.
It is also the first study conducted in China on agreement between parents reporting
on their child. Both parents of 380 girls and 320 boys completed the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (Chinese version). Because reliabilities were poor, the
Conduct Problems and Hyperactivity=Inattention subscales were merged to form an
Externalizing Problems subscale, and the Peer Problems subscale as an independent
variable was omitted from analyses. Consistent with past research, moderate to strong
correlations were found between mother and father reports for emotional and beha-
vioral problems, although interparent agreement was better for externalizing problems
than internalizing problems for both girls and boys. Mothers reported significantly
higher scores than fathers for prosocial behaviors for their sons. Findings suggest that,
in general, one parent’s report will be similar to the other’s when the SDQ is used in the
form adapted for this study. More work on the psychometric properties of the SDQ is
needed in China.
Although child behavioral and emotional problems are
often assessed by using information from different infor-
mants, including mothers, fathers, children, teachers,
and peers (Duhig, Renk, Epstein, & Phares, 2000), it
has been suggested that the most important source of
information is parents (Achenbach, McConaughy, &
Howell, 1987). As a result, parent ratings are a fre-
quently utilized method of obtaining firsthand infor-
mation regarding child and adolescent behavior and
development (Bingham, Loukas, Fitzgerald, & Zucker,
2003). However, a contentious issue is the moderate
agreement between mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of their
child’s behavior (Christensen, Margolin, & Sullaway,
1992; Walker & Bracken, 1996).
One of the first comprehensive meta-analyses of
interparent agreement on reports of emotional and
behavioral problems in children and adolescents was
conducted by Achenbach et al. (1987). They examined
parent ratings of problems in children and adolescents
ranging in age from 112 to 19 years. Mothers’ and fathers’
ratings of behavior correlated moderately but signi-
ficantly; the mean Pearson correlation was r¼ .59.
Interparent agreement did not vary for externalizing
problems and internalizing problems. When comparing
the level of agreement for different age groups of
children, there was significantly higher mother–father
agreement for younger children (aged 6–11 years) than
for older children (12–18 years).
Amore recentmeta-analysis conducted byDuhig et al.
(2000) examined the correlations and mean differences of
parent reports of internalizing and externalizing beha-
vioral problems of children and adolescents. The studies
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included in the meta-analysis used a range of measures
designed to assess childhood behavioral and emotional
problems, including the Child Behavior Checklist
(Achenbach, 1991), the Eyberg Child Behavior Inven-
tory (Robinson, Eyberg, & Ross, 1980), the Revised
Behavior Problem Checklist (Quay & Peterson, 1983),
and the Children’s Depression Inventory (Kovacs,
1994). Results differed from Achenbach et al.’s (1987)
study in two ways. First, Duhig et al. found a moderate
correlation between mother and father ratings of interna-
lizing problems, and high interparent correlations for
externalizing problems. Second, interparent agreement
for internalizing problems was higher for adolescents
than for children in early childhood and middle child-
hood, whereas for externalizing problems, interparent
agreement was higher for adolescents and children in
middle childhood than for children in early childhood.
One finding that is consistent within the interparent
agreement literature is that mothers consistently report
more behavioral and emotional problems than fathers
(Christensen et al., 1992; Ivens & Rehm, 1988; Jensen,
Traylor, Xenakis, & Davis, 1988). In line with previous
studies that have demonstrated that mothers participate
in childrearing activities at a significantly higher rate
than fathers in both dual-income and single-income
families (McBride & Mills, 1993), Dave´, Nazareth,
Senior, and Sherr (2008) suggested that the difference
between mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of their
child’s behavior may be due to the amount of time each
spends with the child and the nature of activities in
which they engage while in the presence of their child.
They suggested that mothers may have a more accurate
perception of their children’s behaviors because they
generally spend more time with them. Further, they
argued, research shows that mothers spend more of their
interaction time with children in functional, work-
related, and caregiving activities, whereas fathers spend
the majority of their interaction time in play activities
(McBride & Mills, 1993; Russell & Russell, 1987). An
alternative explanation for the discrepancy between
mother and father reports of behavioral and emotional
problems may be, then, that children exhibit different
behaviors when interacting with their mothers and their
fathers (Dave´ et al., 2008).
Several studies have also found an interaction
between the gender of parent and the gender of child,
whereby mothers report greater problems for sons than
do fathers, and fathers report more problems for daugh-
ters than do mothers (Duhig et al., 2000; Stanger &
Lewis, 1993). Jensen et al. (1988) found that mothers
and fathers differ significantly in their ratings of their
sons’ behavioral problems, but not their daughters’,
with mothers reporting more problems for their sons.
In a more recent study by Dave´ et al. (2008), fathers
were significantly more likely to report conduct
problems, compared to mothers, among their daughters.
However, other studies (e.g., Achenbach, Howell, Quay,
& Connors, 1991; Stanger & Lewis, 1993) have found no
gender of parent and gender of child interaction in
ratings of behavioral problems.
The purpose of the current study is to explore interpar-
ent agreement of parents on the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997), an internationally
recognized screening tool for child and adolescent mental
health and behavioral problems that is now widely used in
research, community, and clinical settings (Du, Kou, &
Coghill, 2008). The SDQ, which has equivalent parent,
teacher, and self-report versions, was originally developed
in the United Kingdom and has now been translated into
66 different languages. The study by Dave´ et al. (2008)
referred to previously is the only reported study of
interparent agreement that has used the SDQ. Dave´
et al. collected data from parental dyads of 248 four- to
six-year-olds in the United Kingdom. They found that
mother and father ratings were correlated; however,
fathers reported higher mean scores than mothers for
externalizing behaviors. Fathers did not report signifi-
cantly more abnormal behaviors than mothers, except
for hyperactivity. There was high interparent agreement
on normal=borderline behaviors (94.8–98.3% agreement)
but lower agreement on abnormal behaviors (7.7–
37.9%). There was higher interparent agreement on male
than female children, but fathers were four times more
likely to report hyperactivity among their boys compared
with girls. The authors concluded that using combined
parental reports in clinical settings would enhance the sen-
sitivity of identifying children requiring clinical attention
for their problem behaviors.
Our study was undertaken in China, and the Chinese
parent version of the SDQ was used to assess child men-
tal health and behavioral problems among school-aged
children. No previous studies on interparent agreement
have been reported from this setting, and no study using
the SDQ has explored interparent agreement with target
children in this age group.
Because a recurrent finding in studies of psychopath-
ology in childhood and adolescence is that (a) boys are
more likely to express distress by way of externalizing
problems such as conduct disorder and hyperactivity,
and (b) girls are more likely to express distress by inter-
nalizing problems such as emotional problems (see
Zahn-Waxler, Shirtcliff, & Marceau, 2008, for a review
of the developmental processes that may relate to these
differences), we expected there to be gender differences
at the overall population level. Specifically, H1 predicted
that boys would receive higher ratings on the SDQ
Externalizing Problems subscales, peer problems, and
total difficulties than girls, whereas girls would receive
higher ratings than boys on the subscales assessing
Emotional Problems and Prosocial Behaviors.




























With regard to interparent agreement in perceptions of
the same child, on the basis of previous studies in a var-
iety of contexts, it was hypothesised that mothers would
report more emotional and behavioral problems for both
their sons and daughters than would fathers (H2).
Finally, it was hypothesized that interparent correla-
tions would vary depending on the type of behavior
being reported (e.g., internalizing and externalizing
problems). Specifically, it was predicted that interparent
agreement would be higher for externalizing problems
than for internalizing problems (H3).
METHOD
Participants
Participants in the study were the parents of 752 children
attending primary schools in Chengdu, the capital of
Sichuan province, located in southwest China. For 729
children, both parents completed their respective ques-
tionnaires, a response rate of 91%, given that 800 parental
dyads were invited to participate. When outliers were
excluded, data from 380 parent dyads for girls and 320
parent dyads for boys remained for analysis. The average
age of the children was 8.7 years (SD¼ 1.69), and there
were no significant differences between the female and
male children in regards to age distribution.
Measures
A survey including sections designed to assess demo-
graphic information, psychological adjustment, family
functioning, and childhood cruelty to animals was used
in this study. Information on the cruelty to animals scale
is not reported in this article. The demographic infor-
mation section of the questionnaire comprised three
demographic items including the child’s age and gender,
and the responding parent’s gender.
The SDQ is a brief behavioral screening question-
naire that consists of five subscales: a Hyperactivity-
Inattention scale (e.g., constantly fidgeting or squirming,
and easily distracted), an Emotional Symptoms scale
(e.g., often unhappy, down-hearted or tearful), a
Conduct Problems scale (e.g., often lies or cheats, and
steals from home, school, or elsewhere), a Peer Problems
scale (e.g., rather solitary, tends to play alone), and a
Prosocial Behavior scale (e.g., often volunteers to help
others and considerate of other people’s feelings). Ten
of the questions ask about strengths, 14 questions ask
about difficulties, and one question is considered neutral
(e.g., gets along better with adults than with other chil-
dren). Respondents are asked to rate their level of agree-
ment that the attribute has applied to the target child
over the past 6 months (0¼ not true, 1¼ somewhat true,
2¼ certainly true). The five positively worded problem
scale items are reverse scored. Each of the five subscales
is scored by summing the responses for the five items
that make up that scale. The possible range for each sub-
scale is 0 to 10. The scores for the Hyperactivity-
Inattention, Emotional Symptoms, Conduct Problems,
and Peer Problems are summed to generate a total
difficulties score, ranging from 0 to 40.
Several researchers have demonstrated the SDQ’s val-
idity and reliability among community and clinical popu-
lations (e.g., Becker, Stuewig, Herreram, & McCloskey.,
2004; Goodman, Ford, Simmons, Gatward, & Meltzer,
2003; Muris, Meesters, & van den Berg, 2003). Among
these is a recent study by Du et al. (2008) examining
the validity and reliability of the Chinese translation of
the SDQ, which was used in this study. The authors
reported test–retest reliability lower than expected
(range¼ 0.23–0.49), although they found good support
for convergent and discriminant validity. Other studies
have found sound interinformant reliability and good
internal reliability across the parent (as¼ .57–.82), tea-
cher (as¼ .70–.88), and child (as¼ .40–.88) versions of
the SDQ (Goodman, 2001; Muris et al., 2003).
Procedure
Ethics approval for the current study was gained
from the Deakin University Human Research Ethics
Committee. Data were collected in Chengdu, China.
Eight hundred surveys were distributed, the return rate
for couples (i.e., both mothers and fathers responded)
was 91%. Prospective participants were given a pack
that included an invitation to participate in the study,
a plain language statement describing the study and
the nature of participation, a consent form, the ques-
tionnaire set, and a return envelope. One pack for each
parent was sent home with each child in the selected
classes. If parents were willing to participate in the
study, they were asked to complete the questionnaire
independent of each other and return it in a separate
sealed envelope to the school. The plain language state-
ment included a section stating that returning the com-
pleted questionnaire would be taken as signifying
agreement to participate in this study voluntarily. The
completed questionnaires were then collected from the
schools.
RESULTS
Descriptive Information on the SDQ Subscales
Data were analysed with PASW=SPSS statistics (version
18, IBM Corp., Armonk, New York, USA). Reliability
coefficients for girls and boys by mother and father




























report are shown in Table 1 for each SDQ subscale and
the Total Difficulties scale. As can be seen, the reliability
coefficients are lower than what is usually considered to
be adequate (0.70; Cicchetti, 1994), particularly for the
Conduct and Peer Problems subscales. This is consistent
with large studies in Australia (Mellor, 2004), China
(Du et al., 2008), Japan (Matsuishi et al., 2008), and
the Netherlands (Muris et al., 2003) that have reported
Cronbach’s alpha for parent-reported emotional prob-
lems ranging from .60 to .70, conduct problems from
.48 to .80, hyperactivity=inattention from .75 to .78, peer
problems from .30 to .70, and prosocial behaviors from
.68 to .73. The low reliabilities for some subscales are
sometimes explained by the small number of items in
each subscale, and several positively worded items that
are included on the subscales for conduct problems
and peer problems (e.g., Mellor, 2004; Palimeri & Smith,
2007). Previous studies (Koskelainen, Sourander, &
Vauras, 2001; Mellor et al., 2010) have combined con-
duct problems and hyperactivity=inattention to form
an Externalizing Problem subscale. Given the low
alphas in the current study, this procedure was followed
here. The combined Externalizing Problems subscale
generated more acceptable alphas (see Table 1). Because
the Peer Problems scale also had a low reliability, it was
not included in the analyses. The means, standard devia-
tions, and ranges of mother and father reported scores
for girls and boys on the combined Externalizing Prob-
lems subscale, and the other subscales are shown in
Table 2.
Tests of Differences in SDQ Ratings by Child Sex
A one-way, between-groups multivariate analysis of
variance was performed to investigate differences
between the reports of mothers of girls and mothers of
boys, and reports of fathers of girls and fathers of boys.
There was a statistically significant difference between
girls and boys on the combined mother-rated subscales
of the SDQ: F(4, 694)¼ 10.49, p¼ .000; Wilks’s Lambda
¼ .94; partial g2¼ .06. When the results for the subscales
were considered separately, two reached statistical
significance using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of
.01, Externalizing Problems: F(1, 698)¼ 19.51, p¼ .000,
partial g2¼ .03, and Prosocial Behaviors: F(1, 698)¼
8.27, p¼ .004, partial g2¼ .01. Mother-reported total
difficulties were also found to differ significantly
between girls and boys, F(1, 698)¼ 10.35, p¼ .001, par-
tial g2¼ .02. An inspection of the mean scores indicated
that mothers of boys reported higher levels of externaliz-
ing problems (M¼ 7.03, SD¼ 3.15) than did mothers of
girls (M¼ 6.02, SD¼ 2.91), and higher levels of total
difficulties (M¼ 12.45, SD¼ 4.84 vs. M¼ 11.27,
TABLE 1
Reliability Coefficients for the Strengths and Difficulties Question-
naire Subscales and Total Difficulties Scale for Boys and Girls











Emotional Problems .57 .57 .54 .56
Conduct Problems .42 .44 .56 .40
Hyperactivity=Inattention .66 .69 .68 .68
Peer Problems .32 .29 .29 .25
Prosocial Behaviors .66 .67 .60 .61
Total Difficulties .71 .71 .71 .70
Amalgamated Subscale
Externalizing Problems .71 .68 .66 .71
TABLE 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges of Mother and Father Reports for Girls and Boys on Each Scale,
and t Tests for Difference Between Mother and Father Reports
Mother Report Father Report
M SD Range M SD Range t(379)
Girlsa
Total Difficulties 11.27 4.79 0–27 11.51 4.83 0–30 .99
Emotional Symptoms 2.54 1.87 0–9 2.62 1.94 0–10 .78
Externalizing Problems 6.02 2.91 0–15 6.10 3.08 0–16 .56
Prosocial Behavior 7.45 1.92 0–10 7.25 1.99 1–10 1.94
Boysb t(319)
Total Difficulties 12.45 4.84 2–28 12.08 4.64 2–28 1.57
Emotional Symptoms 2.30 1.75 0–9 2.28 1.80 0–8 .19
Externalizing Problems 7.03 3.15 0–16 6.97 2.95 0–16 .42
































SD¼ 4.79). In regards to prosocial behaviors, mothers
of girls reported higher levels (M¼ 7.45, SD¼ 1.92) than
mothers of boys (M¼ 7.04, SD¼ 1.79). These findings
are consistent with H1, in that boys were reported by
mothers to have higher scores than girls on the SDQ
subscales Externalizing Problems and Total Difficulties.
The findings also partially support H1, in that girls,
when compared to boys, have higher scores on the Pro-
social Behaviors subscale. However, there was no stat-
istically significant difference between girls and boys
for mother-reported emotional problems.
There was a statistically significant effect for child
gender on the combined father-rated subscales of the
SDQ: F(4, 694)¼ 8.56, p¼ .00; Wilks’s Lambda¼ .95;
partial g2¼ .05. When the subscales were considered
separately, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of
.01, two subscales reached statistical significance: Exter-
nalizing Problems, F(1, 698)¼ 14.51, p¼ .000, partial
g2¼ .02, and Prosocial Behaviors, F(1, 698)¼ 11.69,
p¼ .001, partial g2¼ .02. An inspection of the mean
scores indicated that fathers of boys reported higher
levels of externalizing problems (M¼ 6.97, SD¼ 2.95)
than fathers of girls (M¼ 6.10, SD¼ 3.08). Similar to
mothers, fathers of girls also reported higher levels of
prosocial behaviors (M¼ 7.25, SD¼ 1.99) than did
fathers of boys (M¼ 6.75, SD¼ 1.86). These results also
partially support H1, in that fathers of boys reported
greater externalizing problems for their child than
fathers of girls and lower levels of prosocial behavior.
Tests of Differences in SDQ Rating by Parent Sex
A series of paired sample t tests were conducted to com-
pare mother and father reports on the same child (see
Table 2). There were no significant differences between
mothers’ and fathers’ reports of their daughters’ adjust-
ment. For boys, mother and father reports significantly
differed on prosocial behaviors: t(319)¼ 2.59, p< .05.
Mothers reported significantly higher levels of prosocial
behaviors than fathers for their sons (see Table 2).
Therefore the findings do not support H2, which pre-
dicted that within a family, mothers would report more
emotional and behavioral problems for both their sons
and daughters, than would fathers.
Tests of the Strength of Interparent Correlations by
Type of Behavior Problem
The correlations between mothers’ and fathers’ ratings
of their child are presented in Table 3. There was no
observable pattern between interparent correlations,
with the majority of variables demonstrating a medium,
positive correlation, with the exception of total difficult-
ies and externalizing problems for both girls and boys,
which were considered strong correlations. Fisher’s z
score transformation of these Pearson’s correlational
coefficients (r values) revealed that there was a statisti-
cally significant difference in the strength of the correla-
tions between mother- and father-reported externalizing
problems and mother- and father-reported emotional
problems for both girls (Zobs¼3.92, p< .0001) and
boys (Zobs¼2.27, p< .01). Interparent agreement is
higher for externalizing problems than emotional prob-
lems regardless of the gender of the target child, thereby
supporting H3.
DISCUSSION
The current study aimed to establish the level of inter-
parent agreement between mother and father reports
of their child’s behavioral and emotional problems as
assessed by the SDQ in a sample of Chinese parents.
Initially we examined whether there were overall differ-
ences in the levels of problems reported for boys and for
girls. In line with other reports (e.g., Zahn-Waxler et al.,
2008) we found that both mothers and fathers of boys
reported higher levels of externalizing problems and
lower levels of prosocial behavior on their child’s part
than did mothers and fathers of girls.
Within parental dyads, moderate to large correlations
were found between mother and father reports for
emotional and externalizing problems, and these results
are comparable to those of previous studies, including
the one study that has used the SDQ with parents of
younger children (e.g., Dave´ et al., 2008). For both boys
and girls, mother and father correlations were strongest
for total difficulties and the combined Externalizing
Problems subscale, whereas the lowest correlations were
for emotional symptoms.
The significantly higher interparent agreement for
externalizing behaviors than for emotional problems
for both girls and boys is consistent with previous stu-
dies that have also found higher interparent agreement
for externalizing behaviors (e.g., Achenbach et al.,
1987; Dave´ et al., 2008; Duhig et al., 2000). This higher
TABLE 3
Interparent Correlations for Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire Scores for Girls and Boys
Girlsa Boysb
MotherFather MotherFather
Total Difficulties .53 .61
Emotional Problems .40 .46
Externalizing Problems .61 .59
































concordance may be due to externalizing behaviors and
problems being more easily observed than internalizing
problems.
Several studies have previously demonstrated that
within parental dyads, mothers report more emotional
and behavioral problems in their children than do
fathers, which may be due to mothers’ tendency to
spend more time with their children (McBride & Mills,
1993) and account for a more accurate perception of
the child’s behavior relative to fathers’. However, other
studies have found the reverse effect, whereby fathers
reported significantly more problems in their children
than mothers (Dave´ et al., 2008), and some studies have
found no such association (Stanger & Lewis, 1993). The
current study found that, within parental dyads, the
only significant difference was between mother and
father reports of their son’s prosocial behaviors, with
mothers reporting higher levels than fathers. This single
finding is not consistent with those of studies that have
reported that mothers are more likely than fathers to
report greater emotional and behavioral problems for
their sons, and that fathers are more likely than mothers
to report greater problems for their daughters (Duhig
et al., 2000; Stanger & Lewis, 1993).
The current study is the first to investigate interparent
agreement using the SDQ with school-aged children. It
is also the first study to report on interparent agreement
from China. Any variations in findings from previous
research may be attributable to either of these factors.
For example, in China, the one-child policy has limited
most families to one child, and hence it is possible that
the relationships between parents and children are quite
different to those found in other cultures. Grandparents
may also play a more prominent role in child care, to the
exclusion of parents in some cases. Hence, either par-
ent’s report of their child’s behavior may be impacted.
Another possible factor is that we could not ensure that
parents completed their questionnaires independent of
each other, although we requested that they do so in
the information pack provided to them.
The large sample size provides some confidence in the
finding, but the low reliability of some of the subscales is
of concern. Of interest, the pattern of reliabilities was
consistent for mother and father report across gender
of the target child, suggesting that there may be some
problems with the SDQ when used in China. Low reli-
abilities have been reported in other contexts on some
subscales, and the approach taken in this study to com-
bine the Hyperactivity and Conduct Problems subscales
was somewhat of a solution to this issue. However, the
poor reliability of the Peer Problems subscale could
not be resolved. It may well relate to the family struc-
tures just described and the fact that children’s social
interactions are limited. In any case, it requires further
investigation.
Implications for Future Research, Policy,
and Practice
Overall, the findings suggest that when the SDQ is used
to assess the functioning and adjustment of a particular
school-aged child in research or other settings, reports
obtained from parents are unlikely to vary significantly
and that the concordance between their reports will be
at least moderate. However, this is conditional upon
the SDQ being scored in a different way to the recom-
mended subscales, and with the exclusion of the Peer
Problems subscale, which proved to be of insufficient
reliability. Further studies of the SDQ in China are
required to assess its psychometric properties and to
determine whether there are particular reasons as to
why the Peer Problems subscale functions poorly. In
the meantime, the instrument should be used with great
caution.
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